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Offutt: An Interview with Chris Offutt

Yalobusha Review

Susan G. Duncan

Interview with Chris Offutt
Chris Offutt is the author of the memoirs The Same River Twice and No
Heroes, as well as the story collections Kentucky Straight and Out of the
Woods. In addition to this, he is the author of a novel, The Good Brother. His
work has been widely anthologized and translated into over a dozen
languages. We here at the Yalobusha Review are honored for the opportunity
to speak with him.

YR: Physical trauma and violence are palpable forces in your fiction. Do you
believe violence can force a character to step out of his/her conventional mores
and thought process?

Offutt: I don’t regard the people I write about as characters I’m trying to
force into anything. I write about people with few resources facing difficult
options. Usually they choose one that leads directly to another worse
dilemma. This reflects a large part of how I’ve lived. Over the years, I’ve
made decisions that were absolutely the best, but later turned out to be not
so good.

I rarely write about violence. I follow the Shakespearean model of having
violence occur offstage. Usually, my people are reacting to the aftermath of
violence, the threat of it, or the potential threat of it. I’m most interested in
emotions. I like to see what my people will do under stress. I see life as a
series of responses, then a response to the result of the response.
YR: Do you feel there is a reluctance on the part of most contemporary writers
to explore violence in their fiction?

Offutt: I don’t follow contemporary fiction all that much. I’m still getting
caught up! Contemporary fiction of any era follows fad. I never wanted to
fool with that because trends always end. Literature that lasts rarely
influenced by current taste.

There is

reluctance on the part of most people to examine their feelings
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about violence, habits, emotions, patterns of behavior, and their thinking. I
use my writing to explore myself with as much courage as I can muster.
Nothing is more terrifying than following that path-for me or anyone. Any
violence in my work probably just represents the terror I feel when getting
close to myself.

YR: Do you find that the emotional changes of most contemporary characters
are often too subtle?
Offutt: Subtlety is difficult to achieve. A lot of writers want to claim being
subtle, when it really means they’re just lazy. Emotional subtlety is pretty
rare in life. I think most people are afraid of emotions, writers especially. So
emotion doesn’t appear in fiction that much. We’re taught from childhood
to avoid confrontation. That might be helpful in life, but not when writing.
Writers are essentially smart, sensitive misfits who learned in childhood to
conceal what they feel-for their own safety. They tend to observe the world
instead of engage it. And they often wind up writing from that perspective.
But it’s the wrong trail to follow. Art is never made with security in mind.

Writing is an extremely difficult task. By far the hardest I’ve ever undertaken,
and I’ve done some pretty hard work in my life. Many writers like to take
the easy way out, and they’re smart enough to figure out how to do it.
Sublety is easy. My goal was never to be make it easy on myself. My goal
was always to be read after I’m dead.
YR: How would you say that violence amends problems of overstating subtlety in
fiction ?

Offutt: I don’t know.
on the part of a writer.
a story, the result is the
that seldom works out.

Nothing amends a story problem except more labor
If people try to use violence to amend something in
same as in real life. It’s a heavy-handed last resort
Amending a story never replaces effort.

YR: You often use folk knowledge' and superstition in your stories. Do you feel
these are things commonly neglected in contemporary fiction ?

Offutt: This question really brings to light the kind of people who wind up
being writers. Most are from suburbs and cities. Most are from middle-class
backgrounds. That’s where the younger contemporary writers are coming
from. It’s not their fault. They can’t help where they were born any more
than can. But background and place influences writing-theme, story,
character, event, narrative.
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And what you call “folk knowledge” and “superstition” is far more prevalent
in isolated rural environments than in suburbs. In a nutshell, that’s why
these elements appear less often in contemporary literature.
YR: What if anything, in your past causes you to employ these devices?
Offutt: They were part of my childhood, and they’re part of my life now.
Naturally, they’re part of my writing. Spiritual belief is folk knowledge in
fancy clothes. Religion is an organizing system for superstition.

I undergo periods of intense metaphsyical questing. I spend lot of time
alone in the woods then. Those periods also include reading the essential
books of the three major religions-New Testament, Torah, Koran-as well as
books about Zen, Hinduism, and quantum mechanics. None of it can
proven. In order to believe, you have to accept. I’m interested in that part
of humanity. The intense desire for a simple solution, even it can never
proved.
I think it all boils down to a very simple thing: we fear death. So we invent
various concepts of life after this one. That way we’re more than a dead
racoon in the ditch. Humans are supremely vain and arrogant. We just
can’t stand the idea that we’re no different from a dead racoon. Seventy-five
random years on earth is pretty scary to most people. What you call
superstition, I call confronting mortality.

So anyhow, I include these ideas in my work in various forms. It’s just one
more way for me to explore myself. Figure out who I am.

YR: Why did you feel a need to break away from your rural Kentucky
background?
Offutt: I don’t know that I ever have broken away from it. I went to grade
school, high school, and college all in the same county in the hills. I’ve
moved back home four times. My reasons for leaving were ancient and
simple-curiosity about the world coupled with a desire to get away from my
family. The reason I returned was equally simple-I missed the landscape very
deeply.
YR: Did you feel encumbered?

Offutt: Encumber means to impede or weigh down. I never felt that way.
I traveled pretty light. It’s possible that my lack of a good formal education
slowed me down some. But after I figured that out, I decided to educate
myself by reading. When it came to writing, I knew a long time ago that I
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had to work ten times harder than other writers because the people I wrote
about weren’t that interesting to most readers. My prose is plain, the style
and structure is not particularly ground-breaking, the environments and
people I write about are not exotic or popular. So I work hard.
YR: Do you see a lack of interest in the arts, or a lack of emphasis on the arts as
problem that pervades rural America ?

Offutt: I can’t speak for rural America. I actually know very little about
rural America except the very small area where I grew up. Eastern Kentucky
did not emphasize the arts when I was a child. For example, my high school
had no art classes and no theater classes. Those classes were cancelled the
summer before I began my freshman year. I was pretty disappointed because
I’d been looking forward to studying art. At that time I wanted to be a
visual artist. I drew all the time. I wanted to learn to paint.

It’s my opinion that a lack of emphasis on the arts is a national problem, not
one that is confined to a state or a region. The Federal Government’s attack
on arts in the United States is a much bigger problem than regional lack of
emphasis. Musuems and libraries are under assault. The National
Endowment for the Arts has just about been dismantled.

The artist is at odds with an entire social system that expects you to go in
debt for college education, then to spend the rest of your life paying it off
with job you don’t like. Believe it or not, that’s the easy part-I just refused
ever to take full-time job. I’ve never had one. The hard part is putting
that time to use. I’ve been writing for 30 years. The daily discipline is still
the hardest part.
We live in a culture that elevates to celebrity status three groups of
people-pop musicians, movie actors, and athletes. These are entertainers, not
artists. Most people like being entertained. But the point I’m trying to
make is that we live in a world where emphasis on celebrity status much
more important than the person’s contribution to the world. The artist is
overlooked these days. This bad for society, but good for the artist. We
can do what we want under the radar of public scrutiny.
YR: How has the reaction to your nonfiction differed from the reaction to your
fiction ?

Offutt: I don’t know. People’s reactions probably depend on whether or not
they prefer to read fiction or nonfiction. Both my fiction and nonfiction
have been anthologized, included in textbooks, and have received awards. I
consider myself fortunate that everything is still in print. Especially since I
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YR: Are people in Kentucky receptive to your work ?
Offutt: I don’t know. When writers get concerned about reception,
particularly regional reception, they become fearful and play it safe. Fear
begets dishonesty. Safety destroys art. The minute you get concerned about
what people might think-family, neighbors, friends-you start playing it safe
and pulling your punches. Safe writing is much worse than bad writing. It’s
better to take a risk and fail than have a safe success. The only thing worse
than censorship is self-censorship.

YR: As a man with a rural upbringing has there ever been a desire on your
part to affect a persona among intellectuals that hides your own intelligence?

Offutt: I grew up hiding my intelligence. It’s not uncommon. Women do
it all the time. I ve met many people from non-white backgrounds who
learned to hide how smart they were, too. It’s part of growing up in
environments where you are either underestimated in general, or where
education and intelligence considered unworthy.

The only persona I ever affected was in graduate school. The majority of my
classmates were well-educated from the East Coast and California. Because I
was from Kentucky, they thought I was a tough guy. This was hilarious to
me. Back home, I was the guy with his nose in a book who wasn’t very good
at sports, fighting, fishing, or hunting. Everyone I knew at home was much
tougher than I was. So in grad school, I adapted a persona of someone who
was tough. It just felt like a gift! All my life I’d wanted to be tough guy,
and now a hundred people automatically thought I was.
quit doing that after I finished grad school. And I’m glad I did. In my travels
I’ met many people who get snared by their own personae. They feel like
they have to live up to what they think other people expect. This is true for
everyone, of course, not just artists. But artists are more imaginative, so they
can dream up bigger roles for themselves to play. That produces bigger

YR: By this, do you ever slip into Columbo mode (or maybe into some version of
you as depicted on the cover of No Heroes, cradling a possum under one arm)
letting your drawl spill out and talking about possums in order to make
intellectuals uncomfortable?
Offutt: really don’t go around trying to make people feel uncomfortable.
What’s the point? There’s enough discomfort in the world. I try to listen to
people and have compassion.
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Unfortunately, I find myself fundamentally at odds with part of your
question. It sort of implies that intellectuals are people who don’t drawl or
know about possums. I more or less qualify as an intellectual. So do you for
being in graduate school and working for a literary magazine. Anybody
reading this qualifies, too.

Somehow the concept of being an “intellectual” got turned into a dirty idea.
That sort of thinking is the result of growing up where education was not a
valid pursuit. I object to the idea. I must admit that some of the most
educated people I ve met were the stupidest. And two of the smartest men I
met never finished high school. That may say more about who I run around
with than anything else, though!

The last time possum came up in conversation was when my dog killed one
in the backyard. My wife brought the dog in to clean the blood off her fur,
and I went to get rid of the possum. It was still alive. Ran off with a kind of
limp. As long as we’re on the subject, I think possums are very cool. They
are the only marsupial in the entire western hemisphere. Also, they have
more teeth any other land mammal. (I believe sharks have got them beat in
the water department.) They have no legitimate defense against predators
other than a ridiculous hiss, then a faint. I love that.
Possums also possess a baculum. Many animals do, but for some reason, the
possum is well-known for it. My favorite baculum is the walrus. My Aunt
Jane gave me one that belonged to her husband, my late Uncle Hank. A
prison warden in Alaska gave it to Uncle Hank. I don’t where the warden got
it. But I tell you one thing, my dog was sure mad when the possum got away.

I have stuffed possum, a home-done taxidermy job. A neighbor of mine
had it in the house he’d built by hand. An A-frame with catwalks in the top
because he liked ships. The entire front was trimmed in blue scalloped edges
because he liked gingerbread houses. This was guy who would spend two
entire days moving a truckload of grain twenty miles to feed birds in winter.
I know because I helped him do it. His name was Jerry Jerrel. I asked him
why he had the ugliest animal in the woods sitting on shelf in his house,
and he said it was to keep him humble. It reminded him that possums
needed love, too. When Jerry died, his wife gave me the possum. His wife’s
name was Sherry. Jerry and Sherry Jerrel. Now that possum does the same
for me. It reminds me that even intellectuals need love, too!
YR: What’s the biggest mistake you ve made as a writer?
Offutt: Where do I even start? Revising before I’m done is one thing I try
to avoid. And that makes it easy to avoid another big mistake, which not
finishing a first draft. I’ve changed agents, editors, and publishing houses.
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That used to be considered a mistake, but not so much any more.

I’ve rushed endings. I’ve told when I should have shown. I’ve thought
work was pure genius when it utterly sucked. I’ve thrown out stuff that I
wish I’d kept. I ve shown it before it was ready. I ve talked about work to
people wished I hadn’t. I’ve tried to ressurect stories that had the life
revised out of them. I ve run more than one formal experiment per
story-always a problem since you can’t see the results of either experiment.
One mistake that I don’t make anymore is deciding not to write because I
just don’t feel like it. My goal is to write a minute a day. I never fail at that.
And every single day, I wind up writing more than a minute. Believe me, this
really reduces the pressure.

YR: What are you reading right now ?
Offutt: I read the same book all the time. It’s called The Book of Disquiet,
by Fernando Pessoa. I read a little bit of it every
I’m also reading Black
Hole by Charles Burns. I’m always reading. If I like a book, I finish it. If
not, I put it down. I read 2 or 3 books a week. I feel lax about this. I used
to read a book
But now I write more, plus I have teenage sons that I
spend a lot of time with.

YR: We here at the Yalobusha Review believe a story just isn't a story if it lacks
a sense of danger. Where do you find your danger?
Offutt: The biggest danger I try to employ in my work is personal danger.
I try to get my emotional and intellectual life in peril on the page. If I can
put myself out there like that, maybe I can actually write something
worthwhile in that minute of writing time.

I’m more concerned with how good story is, rather than trying to define
what one is. Way I see it, anything can be a story if it’s written well enough.
YR: With regard to memoir how do you go about turning fact into readable
nonfiction ?

Offutt: In other words-how do I go about writing? Very simple-by writing
enough pages to see what it is I’m actually writing about. Then revise, and
try to emphasize the subject or theme. But I’m usually wrong anyhow. Five
years later, it becomes apparent to me what I was REALLY writing about all
along. One day, if I live long enough, maybe I’ll learn what I ve been
writing about all this time. Probably something lame like Rosebud.
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There is only one significant difference, in a formal sense, between fiction
and non-fiction. With non-fiction, you already know the story ahead of time.
This takes the pressure off your imagination, and actually makes writing a
little bit easier. Not much, but a little. Because you don’t have to make up
stuff as you go along like with fiction. That leaves you lot more room to
focus on language. You don’t have to worry about structure so much,
because it’s already there.

However, this does create another problem, and that’s choosing the non
fiction story you want to tell. It’s best if it has an overt beginning and end.
Ultimately, the selection of story more important in non-fiction.

Here’s something I’ve learned about short stories. Start near the end.

YR: In light of the James Frey fiasco, do you feel compelled to ascribe to some set
of rules when writing non-fiction?
Offutt: I don’t actually see it as "The James Frey Fiasco.” I see it as the
“James Frey’s Agent and Editor Fiasco.”

The guy wrote novel. His agent sent it out and it was rejected by a
number of New York publishers. His agent resubmitted the same manuscript
as a memoir. It was bought and published as non-fiction. But it was the
same book, the same words. And many people in the publishing world knew
this. It wasn’t a grand plan on Frey’s part. It was marketing, pure and
simple, by the agent and editor. And it worked.
Somebody gave me that book. I opened it one night. By happenstance I
turned to passage in which the narrator said that he would do anything to
get money-lie, steal, cheat, or beg. That’s all I needed to know. I set it
aside. Turns out the guy sure was telling the truth. But everybody got mad
at him for lying about being honest.
He was left holding the bag because his name was on the book. His editor
changed jobs and his agent dumped him.

Now, to answer your questions about ascribing rules to non-fiction. No,
there are no rules for non-fiction. Non-fiction means it’s true. Fiction
means you make it up. But ironically, there is far more truth to be found in
fiction than non-fiction. I learned long time ago that the best way to lie
was to tell the truth in such way that people believed it was a lie. That’s
called fiction.
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